
Citation: Kim, B.; Kim, N. Exploring

the Psychosocial Factors between

Adaptive and Maladaptive Use of

Gaming among Korean Adolescents.

Children 2023, 10, 1059. https://

doi.org/10.3390/children10061059

Academic Editor: Margarida

Gaspar de Matos

Received: 28 February 2023

Revised: 25 May 2023

Accepted: 26 May 2023

Published: 14 June 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

children

Article

Exploring the Psychosocial Factors between Adaptive and
Maladaptive Use of Gaming among Korean Adolescents
Bee Kim and Nami Kim *

Department of Addiction Science, Graduate School, Sahmyook University, Seoul 01795, Republic of Korea
* Correspondence: kimnami75@syu.ac.kr; Tel.: +82-2-3399-1877

Abstract: (1) Background: Various studies have been conducted on the effects of video (online, mobile,
and console) games on users’ lives and psychological health. However, the effectiveness of a game can
vary depending on user characteristics. This study explored the level of game use and its associated
psychosocial factors among adolescents. (2) Methods: Survey data were compiled from 582 middle
and high school students. Frequency analysis, the chi-square test, and analysis of variance were
performed using SPSS Windows software, version 23.0. (3) Results: First, it was confirmed that there
were no differences in the levels of self-esteem, morality, or life satisfaction between the adaptive
game use and normal groups, but these were higher than those of the maladaptive game use group.
However, at the level of self-control, the adaptive group scored lower than the normal group but
higher than the maladaptive group. Second, the adaptive and normal groups exhibited comparatively
lower levels of aggression, anxiety, depression, loneliness, academic stress, and social stress in school.
Third, they also exhibit relatively high levels of social intelligence, social capital, and friendship
support. (4) Conclusions: The adaptive and general game-use groups showed similar levels of
psychosocial factors, whereas the maladaptive game-use group exhibited lower levels of positive
psychological and social factors. Based on these results, developing an intervention program that
reduces maladaptation and increases adaptive gaming use is necessary. Future follow-up studies are
needed to confirm how positive and negative psychosocial factors affect adaptive and maladaptive
game use as protective and risk factors, respectively.

Keywords: adolescent; adaptive game use; maladaptive game use; psychological factor; social factor

1. Introduction

In Korea, in 2021, video (online, mobile, console) game users accounted for more than
70% of 10–65-year-olds. Furthermore, 93.7% of teenagers and 85.9% of 20-year-olds reported
that they play games [1]. It was also found that 81.7% of parents played games with school-
aged children [1]. Online games have become a common and essential part of daily life
and are used not only for leisure but also as a venue for economic and social activities.
During the recent U.S. presidential election, Joe Biden campaigned in the virtual reality of
Nintendo’s Animal Crossing [2]. The K-pop group BTS (BangTan Sonyeundan or Beyond
the Scene) released its new song, Dynamite, in the online game Fortnite, which was just
like an actual concert site [3]. Games that were once considered “children’s play”, “simple
leisure activities”, or were regarded as the cause of “diseases” or “pathological problems”
if excessively used are now turning into a field of economic and social activities [4].

A meta-analysis conducted from 2013 to 2018 [5] investigating gaming addiction and
its corresponding pathological classifications revealed a higher prevalence of research
efforts concerning gaming addiction and maladaptive usage in Korea, compared to other
nations. Furthermore, the majority of these studies operated under the assumptions of
maladaptive usage or addiction, or from analogous perspectives. In particular, it targeted
pedagogical and psychological effects on children and adolescents and focused on regulat-
ing youth game culture. These studies have focused mainly on individuals’ psychological
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and emotional states such as depression and anxiety, and problem behaviors such as ag-
gression, addiction, and delinquency. These findings show that many studies in Korea
highlighted games only as pathological problems, such as diseases, and were combined
with social perceptions that only reinforced the negative aspects of games.

However, research on the utility of positive or neutral games from an amusement per-
spective is worth discussing. An empirical study showed a difference between immersion
and addiction in gaming and emphasized the distinction between using the Internet with-
out pathological addiction and playing games as a dedicated enthusiast [6,7]. Moreover, a
case study was conducted on having fun and leading a healthy daily life [8]. In addition,
some studies discussed games from the positive psychological perspective that can pos-
itively affect adolescents [9,10], and others showed that games have a positive function
as a learning tool [11]. A study found that games help relieve symptoms of depression or
anxiety [12]. As such, even in previous studies on game use, there is a difference in the
perspectives on adaptive and maladaptive game use.

Based on the previous studies that have classified game behavior types, rather than di-
viding the positive and problematic behaviors of game use, we explored each characteristic
by combining the game use tendencies of the study participants. Lee’s (2007) study shows
that even if online game usage is high, this does not necessarily lead to problematic game
use, and it is believed that there is a stage of positive addiction in the process [13]. However,
it is still necessary to be wary of the effect of immersion on problematic addiction when
the motives and goals for game use are non-instrumental. This argument suggests that
the impact of games varies based on individual characteristics and psychosocial factors.
Therefore, it is necessary to focus on the game flow model, which acknowledges that the
effects of games can differ based on individual psychosocial characteristics.

Adaptive game use refers to the appropriate use of media for personal growth and
development without negatively affecting health [14]. The Korea Creative Content Agency
published a study showing that playing games has negative and positive effects on users [5].
In addition to games, some studies have shown that excessive use of smartphones has neg-
ative and positive effects [15–17]. These studies suggest that adaptative and maladaptive
game use are continuous concepts and should be differentiated according to the “what
kind of experience” one has rather than “use time”.

Previous studies on adaptive and maladaptive game use have shown that some people
who play Internet games over a long period may develop pathological symptoms such as
compulsive use and obsession, tolerance and withdrawal, dysfunction in daily life, deviant
behavior, and reality discrimination disorder [18], while others may enjoy games and live
healthy lives [8]. Therefore, rather than dividing the effects of games into positive and
negative categories, they can be viewed as changing according to the characteristics of
game users.

Research on psychological and social factors associated with game use has been
continuously reported. Self-control is important for predicting negative outcomes from
problematic online game use [19–21]. Game addiction and self-esteem are negatively
related [22], and a longitudinal study has confirmed that self-esteem is both a cause and
consequence of pathological game use [23]. Positive correlations were observed between
in-game and offline leadership [24], suggesting that leadership can be developed through
in-game activities. It has been found that game use can have a positive moderating effect on
loneliness [25]. Game use has been reported to generate positive effects such as satisfaction
based on user needs, promotion of social relationships, and the possibility of being directly
linked to life satisfaction or happiness [26].

Depression and anxiety significantly correlate with game addiction [27], as does
aggression [20,28]. Adolescents would prefer interaction and achievement in the virtual
world of Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games, where they can leave behind
real-life flaws to interact with others [29]. Moreover, online social interactions have been
shown to alleviate social isolation in older adults caused by reduced social roles and
networks [30], and People in the virtual world engage in “social” activities and form
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relationships. Similarly, loneliness decreases when people receive support through social
networking services activity [31]. This suggests that social interaction through games can
reduce loneliness.

Studies suggest that online gaming increases rather than hinders social capital [32,33].
Furthermore, social capital is stimulated by gamers’ relational desires, which, in turn,
leads to the continued use of gaming [34]. In addition, gaming addiction can occur due
to peer relationships [35]. During this period, gaming use is closely related to common
interests, communication of thoughts and opinions, the level of support from peers [36],
and The formation of social relationships, such as a sense of belonging and connection with
peers, through gaming use has been reported to have a positive impact on adolescent life
satisfaction [37].

Based on previous studies, this study examines the following research hypotheses:
First, adaptive game use or general game use groups are likely to experience higher levels
of positive psychological factors than those who exhibit maladaptive game use. Second,
adaptive and general game-use groups will likely experience lower negative psychological
factors than those with maladaptive game use. Third, adaptive and general game-use
groups will likely experience higher social aspects than those with maladaptive game
use. Therefore, this study aims to confirm the differences in positive, negative, and social
psychological factors between adaptive and maladaptive game users.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Design, Setting, and Participants

In this study, ‘game’ as used in this study means a video game, and video games
include computers, smartphone consoles, and arcades. Data from the “Game User Panel
Survey” published by the Korea Creative Content Agency were used as secondary data
after obtaining the necessary data authorization. The data used in the research analysis
were 2018 data from the five-year period from 2014 to 2018 from a panel survey on game
users. There were 287 middle school students (49.3%), 295 high school students (50.7%),
288 males (49.5%), and 294 females (50.5%), with 582 participants.

2.2. Questionnaires
2.2.1. Positive Psychological Factors

The Brief Self-Control Scale (BSCS) [38] was used to measure self-control (Mean
(M) = 3.18, Standard Deviation (SD) = 0.55, and Cronbach’s α = 0.82). The Rosenberg Self-
Esteem Scale (RSES) [39] was used to measure self-esteem (M = 2.05, SD = 0.50, Cronbach’s
α = 0.87). The Altruism and Social Responsibility Scale of the Korea Youth Policy Insti-
tute [35] was used to measure morality (M = 2.84, SD = 0.28, and Cronbach’s α = 0.85).
Leadership is rated on a five-point scale ranging from “1 = not at all” to “5 = very much so”
with two items. “I often play the role of a student council executive or a leader in various
gatherings (clubs, religious groups, etc.)” and “I usually give opinions, gather ideas, and
lead actions among friends, and influence people regardless of status” (M = 3.14, SD = 0.98,
and Cronbach’s α = 0.84). The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) was used to measure
satisfaction with life [40] (M = 4.55, SD = 1.28, and Cronbach’s α = 0.94).

2.2.2. Negative Psychological Factors

The Short-Form Buss–Perry Aggression Questionnaire (BPAQ-SF) [41] was used to
measure aggression (M = 1.97, SD = 0.74, and Cronbach’s α = 0.93). The Generalized
Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7) scale developed by Spitzer et al. [42] was used to measure
anxiety (M = 0.46, SD = 0.61, and Cronbach’s α = 0.94). The Center for Epidemiological
Studies Depression Scale (CESD)was used to measure depression (M = 0.39, SD = 0.45,
and Cronbach’s α = 0.90). The UCLA (University of California, Los Angeles) Loneliness
Scale [43,44] was used to measure the degree of loneliness (M = 1.62, SD = 0.60, and
Cronbach’s α = 0.93). Among the life stress scales [45], four of ten academic factors and
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three of nine questions corresponding to friendship factors were selected to measure stress
(M = 0.50, SD = 0.44, and Cronbach’s α = 0.80).

2.2.3. Social Factors

The Tromso-Social Intelligence Scale [46] measured social intelligence (M = 4.80,
SD = 0.85, Cronbach’s α = 0.93). The Social Capital scale [47,48] was used to measure
social capital (M = 3.71, SD = 0.59, and Cronbach’s α = 0.94). Three of the five questions
on the scale [49] were selected (M = 3.55, SD = 0.86, and Cronbach’s α = 0.92) to mea-
sure teacher support. Among the teacher support scale [49], three out of five questions
were selected, and they were rated on a four-point scale ranging from “1 = not at all” to
“4 = always” (M = 3.20, SD = 0.58, and Cronbach’s α = 0.90).

2.2.4. Adaptive Game Use

The adaptive game-use Scale [50] has the degree of vitality experience, life experience
expansion, leisure use, immersion experience, pride experience, maintenance of social
relationship support networks, and expansion experience obtained by users through games.
Specifically, a total of 21 questions were asked, such as “Game brings life to life”, “Game
gives me the energy to enjoy life”, “Game gives me the energy to talk about my problems”,
“Game gives me energy”, and “Game gives me complete self-control”, which were all
measured on a four-point scale ranging from “0 = not at all” to “3 = very much”. (Cronbach’s
α = 0.97).

2.2.5. Maladaptive Game Use

The Internet addiction scale [51] is reflected in in-game usage, and the measurement
questions are “Have you ever played games for longer than you originally intended?”,
“Have you ever played games before doing what you were supposed to do?”, “When
you say ‘just a few more minutes’ while playing games, do you become engrossed in the
game?”, “Have you ever felt excited about playing games again?”, “Has playing games
caused problems in your school life?”, “Have you ever felt depressed and irritable when
not playing games and then felt that all those feelings disappeared when you started
playing games again?”, and “Do you prefer playing games over going outside with family
and friends?” Responses were evaluated on a five-point scale ranging from “1 = little” to
“5 = very much” (Cronbach’s α = 0.96).

2.3. Procedures and Data Analysis

In this study, the SPSS Windows software, version 23.0 (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA) was
used as an analysis tool to estimate the correlation between variables. First, the adaptive
and addictive game usage classification criteria were selected to classify the groups. For
adaptive game use, if three or more of the seven sub-factors (scored 0–9 points) have a
score 6 or higher, it is classified as “adaptive game user.” If the number of sub-factors with
a score of 6 or higher is less than three, it is classified as a “non-adaptive game user” [50,52].
For an “addicted game user”, a score of 70 or higher is evaluated as an “addicted game
user”, and scores lower than 69 are considered a “normal user” [51].

Based on the scale evaluation results, this study classified the participants into three
groups to confirm the differences between the adaptive, maladaptive, and general game-use
groups. General game users tend to see games as leisure or a hobby and usually experience
minimal positive or negative effects from playing games. In contrast, adaptive game use
involves the productive use of games for personal growth and development while avoiding
any negative impact on one’s health by using them appropriately [14]. The maladaptive
game use group included those with a high degree of problematic game use.

The adaptive and normal game users were reclassified as the “adaptive game use
group.” The problematic game users were reclassified as “maladaptive game use groups.”
Non-adaptive and normal game users were reclassified into the “general game use group”
for identification. The classification results were reviewed using discriminant analysis
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(classification accuracy: 81.4%), and one-way ANOVA was performed to determine whether
there were differences in psychosocial factor levels between the groups. If the number of
patients in each group was not equal, the difference between the groups was analyzed
using Scheffé’s post hoc test.

3. Results
3.1. Socio-Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

To confirm the demographic characteristics of adolescents by game use level was
calculated through a cross-analysis. The results are presented in <Table 1>.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the game use groups.

Variables

Game Use Groups

General User
(n = 319)

Adaptive User
(n = 202)

Maladaptive User
(n = 61)

Total
(n = 582) X2

Sex
Male 123 (38.6%) 124 (61.4%) 41 (67.2%) 288 (49.5%)

34.35 **Female 196 (61.4%) 78 (38.6%) 20 (32.8%) 294 (50.5%)

Grade
Middle 2nd 152 (47.6%) 98 (48.5%) 37 (60.7%) 287 (49.3%)

3.54High 2nd 167 (52.4%) 104 (51.5%) 24 (39.3%) 295 (50.7%)

The most
played
game

Internet (online) game 94 (29.5%) 107 (53.0%) 31 (50.8%) 232 (39.9%)
37.89 **Mobile game 183 (57.4%) 88 (43.6%) 24 (39.3%) 295 (50.7%)

Others (PS2: PlayStaion
2, PSP: PlayStation

Portable, etc.)
42 (13.2.%) 7 (3.5.%) 6 (9.8%) 55 (9.5%)

Gaming
hours

Less than an hour 173 (54.2%) 52 (25.7%) 8 (13.1%) 233 (40.0%)

84.27 **
1–2 h 68 (21.3%) 54 (26.7%) 14 (23.0%) 136 (23.4%)
2–3 h 43 (13.5%) 50 (24.8%) 14 (23.0%) 107 (18.4%)
3–4 h 23 (7.2%) 27 (13.4%) 10 (16.4%) 60 (10.3%)

More than
4 h 12 (3.8%) 19 (9.4%) 15 (24.6%) 46 (7.9%)

** p < 0.01.

The analysis of the demographic characteristics according to the youths’ game use
level showed that males (n = 41, 14.2%) in the maladaptive game use group showed
approximately twice the rate of females (n = 20, 6.8%), which was similar to that in the
adaptive game use group (males = 124, 43.1%; females = 78, 26.5%). The percentage of
youths who reported playing Internet (online) games (n = 107, 46.1%) was higher than
that of youths who reported playing mobile (cell phone) games or other games (PS2, PSP,
arcade games, etc.). One youth group had a relatively high percentage of general users. In
addition, it was confirmed that the ratio of the maladaptive game use group increased as
game usage time increased.

3.2. Differences between Groups in the Positive Psychological Factors

A one-way ANOVA was performed to confirm the average difference in psychological
factors by game use level among adolescents. This was calculated using the Scheffé post
hoc test, and the results are presented in <Table 2>.

Looking at the difference in the positive psychological characteristics between the ado-
lescent game use groups, the average self-control of the general user group
(M = 3.30, SD = 0.56) was the highest. In the case of self-esteem, the averages of the
general user group (M = 2.09, SD = 0.54) and adaptive game use group (M = 2.04, SD = 0.44)
were higher than that of the maladaptive game use group (M = 1.90, SD = 0.47) (F = 3.80,
p < 0.05). In the case of morality, the average of the maladaptive game use group
(M = 2.64, SD = 0.35) was found to be the highest, followed by the average of the adaptive
game use group (M = 2.52, SD = 0.23), and the general user group (M= 2.43, SD = 0.27)
(F = 19.77, p < 0.001). In terms of life satisfaction, the averages of the general user group
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(M = 4.66, SD = 1.35) and the adaptive game use group (M = 4.50, SD = 1.19) were higher
than that of the maladaptive game use group (M = 4.15, SD = 1.17) (F = 4.32, p < 0.05).
Finally, there was no significant difference between the leadership groups (F = 2.48, p = 0.84).
The maladaptive game-use group had the lowest average positive psychological factors,
excluding leadership. The adaptive game-use group had a lower level of self-control than
the general game-use group. However, self-esteem and life satisfaction were confirmed
to be at the same level in the adaptive and general-use groups. Morality, which refers to
altruism and social responsibility, was highest in the maladaptive game use group and
higher in the adaptive game use than in the general use group.

Table 2. Differences in the positive psychological factors between the groups.

Variables Groups Mean SD F(df) Scheffe

Leadership

General (n = 319) 3.17 1.05
-

Adaptive (n = 202) 3.18 0.90 2.48
(2579)

Maladaptive (n = 61) 2.88 0.91

Self-control

General 3.30 0.56
3 < 2 < 1Adaptive 3.10 0.48 24.85

(2579) **
Maladaptive 2.83 0.47

Self-efficacy

General 2.09 0.54
3 < 1·2Adaptive 2.04 0.44 3.80

(2579) *
Maladaptive 1.90 0.47

Morality

General 2.89 0.37
3 < 1·2Adaptive 2.82 0.36 19.43

(2579) **
Maladaptive 2.57 0.32

Satisfaction
with life

General 4.66 1.35
3 < 1·2Adaptive 4.50 1.19 4.32

(2579) *
Maladaptive 4.15 1.17

* p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01. 1 = general group; 2 = adaptive group; 3 = maladaptive group.

3.3. Differences between Groups in the Negative Psychological Factors

A one-way ANOVA was performed to confirm the average difference in psychological
factors by game use level among adolescents. This was calculated using the Scheffé post-hoc
test, and the results are presented in <Table 3>.

When examining the variations in negative psychological characteristics among the
adolescent game-use groups, the average aggressiveness of the maladaptive game-use
group (M = 2.45, SD = 0.76) was the highest. The adaptive game use group (M = 2.08,
SD = 0.68) scored higher than the general game-use group (M = 1.81, SD = 0.72) (F = 24.70,
p < 0.001). Regarding anxiety, the average (M = 0.40, SD = 0.58) of the maladaptive game-
use group was higher than that of the general game-use group (M = 0.57, SD = 0.52).
However, the adaptive game-use group (M = 0.50, SD = 0.62) did not differ significantly
(F = 4.08, p < 0.05). The average depression score in the maladaptive game use group
(M = 0.57, SD = 0.52) was higher than that in the general use (M = 0.35, SD = 0.43) and
maladaptive game use groups (M = 0.39, SD = 0.44) (F = 6.67, p < 0.01). The average
loneliness of the maladaptive game use group (M = 2.01, SD = 0.64) was found to be the
highest, followed by the adaptive game use group (M = 1.69, SD = 0.56) and the general user
group (M = 1.50, SD = 0.57) (F = 22.39, p < 0.001). The average of the maladaptive game use
group (M = 1.02, SD = 0.52) was the highest regarding academic stress. The average of the
adaptive game use group (M = 0.77, SD = 0.46) was higher than that of the general use group
(M = 0.63, SD = 0.46) (F = 19.39, p < 0.001). Finally, the maladaptive game use group (M = 0.40,
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SD = 0.56) was higher than the general (M = 0.23, SD = 0.38) and adaptive game use groups
(M = 0.18, SD = 0.36) in terms of peer stress (F = 8.64, p < 0.001).

Table 3. Differences in the negative psychological factors between groups.

Variables Groups Mean SD F(df) Scheffe

Aggression
General (n = 319) 1.81 0.72

1 < 2 < 3Adaptive (n = 202) 2.08 0.68 24.70 (2579) **
Maladaptive (n = 61) 2.45 0.76

Anxiety
General 0.40 0.58

1 < 3Adaptive 0.50 0.62 4.08 (2579) *
Maladaptive 0.62 0.67

Depression
General 0.35 0.43

1·2 < 3Adaptive 0.39 0.44 6.67 (2579) **
Maladaptive 0.57 0.52

Loneliness
General 1.50 0.57

1 < 2 < 3Adaptive 1.69 0.56 22.39 (2579) **
Maladaptive 2.01 0.64

Academic
stress

General 0.63 0.46
1 < 2 < 3Adaptive 0.77 0.46 19.39 (2579) **

Maladaptive 1.02 0.52

Peer stress
General 0.18 0.36

1·2 < 3Adaptive 0.23 0.38 8.64 (2579) **
Maladaptive 0.40 0.56

* p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01. 1 = general group; 2 = adaptive group; 3 = maladaptive group.

3.4. Differences between Groups in the Social Factors

A one-way ANOVA was performed to examine the mean difference in social factors
by game-use level among adolescents. This was calculated using the Scheffé post hoc test,
and the results are presented in <Table 4>.

Table 4. Differences in the social factors between the groups.

Variables Groups Mean SD F(df) Scheffe

Social intelligence
General (n = 319) 4.94 0.87

3 < 2 < 1Adaptive (n = 202) 4.73 0.76 17.74 (2579) **
Maladaptive (n = 61) 4.27 0.75

Social capital
General 3.75 0.62

3 < 1·2Adaptive 3.68 0.55 3.87 (2579) **
Maladaptive 3.53 0.51

Teacher support
General 3.61 0.91

-Adaptive 3.52 0.82 2.93 (2579)
Maladaptive 3.33 0.66

Peer support
General 3.26 0.61

3 < 1·2Adaptive 3.14 0.53 7.40 (2579) **
Maladaptive 2.98 0.55

** p < 0.01. 1 = general group; 2 = adaptive group; 3 = maladaptive group.

When examining the difference in the social factors among the game use groups, the
average social intelligence of the general uses group (M = 4.94, SD = 0.87) was the highest.
The adaptive game use group (M = 4.73, SD = 0.76) scored higher than the maladaptive
game use group (M = 4.27, SD = 0.75) (F = 17.74, p < 0.001). In the case of peer support, the
averages of the general use group (M = 3.26, SD = 0.61) and the adaptive game use group
(M = 3.14, SD = 0.53) were higher than that of the maladaptive game use group (M = 2.98,
SD = 0.55) (F = 7.40, p < 0.01). Finally, there was no significant difference between groups
regarding teacher support (F = 2.93, p = 0.54).
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4. Discussion

Adaptive game use refers to positive psychological and behavioral experiences through
gaming activities. This means experiencing vitality and pleasure through game activities
and expanding thinking, immersion, competence, pride, maintenance, and expansion of
social support networks, friendship, and self-control [53]. Such adaptive game use allows
teenagers to use games efficiently for growth and development without negatively affecting
their health. In particular, teenagers are now called “digital natives” [54], and peer-to-peer
play culture is active through online games. Their lives are closely related to games, and the
importance of using games has been emphasized. However, most of the previous studies
have focused only on the negative effects of maladaptive game use, and discussions on the
psychosocial factors of adaptive game use are insufficient. In this study, an analysis was
conducted to examine the distinctions in psychosocial factor characteristics between the
adaptive and maladaptive game-use groups. Furthermore, the research findings addressed
these limitations and discussed the psychosocial factors associated with the adaptive game-
use group. First, the adaptive game use group showed the same self-esteem, morality,
and life satisfaction as the general user group. It showed higher self-control, self-esteem,
morality, and life satisfaction than the maladaptive game-use group.

Conversely, the maladaptive game use group showed a lower level of self-control,
self-esteem, morality, and life satisfaction than the adaptive and general game-use groups,
indicating that the level of positive psychological factors in the maladaptive game user
group was relatively lower than in the other groups. The level of self-control was the
highest in the general game-use group, followed by the adaptive and maladaptive game
use groups, which is also related to game usage time. These results were closely related to
adaptive and maladaptive game use [21,55], and it was found that the lower the self-control,
the more severe the maladaptive game use [56]. Additionally, Ko et al. [29] investigated the
relationship between gaming and Internet addiction and found that low self-esteem among
adolescents was reported as the cause of Internet addiction. A longitudinal study [23]
showed that self-esteem was the cause of pathological game use and the result. However,
the level of positive psychological factors, except for self-control, was the same, even though
the adaptive game-use group had more time to use the game than the general game-use
group. This is consistent with research results [16] that even if game usage is high, it does
not necessarily lead to problematic game use. Even if the game capacity is higher than that
of the general user group, it can be used adaptively. This means that even if the game use
time is long, the game can be used well if the individual’s positive psychological factors are
high. Previous studies have consistently shown that the adaptive game-use experience is
positively related to self-esteem and subjective well-being [57,58]. Additionally, another
study [26,59] reported that game use has the potential to enhance satisfaction, bonds of
friendship, life satisfaction, and happiness. These findings collectively indicate that the
game does not negatively affect individuals’ positive psychological factors. Instead, it has
the potential to positively affect self-esteem and life satisfaction.

Second, the adaptive game use group was similar to the general user group regarding
anxiety, depression, and classmates’ stress. The levels of aggression, depression, loneliness,
academic stress, and classmate stress were significantly lower in the adaptive game use
group than in the maladaptive game-use group. These results support Baek et al.’s [37]
findings that game use is positively related to peer relationships and academic achievement.
The results of our study support those of other studies [31] in that loneliness is reduced
when social activities are performed in a virtual world and social support is obtained. These
results suggest that depressed individuals prefer online social interactions or relationship
formation [60]. Nonetheless, adolescents who suffer from loneliness can avoid their own
real-life deficiencies in the virtual world provided by Massively Multiplayer Online Role-
Playing Games. It has been shown that exchange and a sense of achievement are the
preferred interactions with real people [29]. This suggests that social interaction through
games can be an alternative for reducing individuals’ feelings of depression, loneliness,
and school and class stress. Although many previous studies have debated the effects of
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games on aggression [61,62], aggression can change according to the level of adaptive and
maladaptive game use. It can be reduced or mitigated through game use [63]. This is due to
the positive use of games such as improving problem-solving skills, relieving stress caused
by the study, gaining vitality in life, and making new friends by using games through the
characteristics of game use. Much effort is required to recognize and establish games as a
healthy play culture, suggesting the need for psychosocial education to help young people
perceive game experiences as positive.

Third, the adaptive game use group showed the same level as the general use group
regarding social capital and friend support and higher levels of social intelligence, social
capital, and friend support than the maladaptive game use group. Social capital has recently
attracted considerable attention from scholars among the various theories related to social
networks. There has been a long debate over whether social capital formed in cyberspace,
such as games, develops new social relationships or causes social fragmentation [64]. Put-
nam discussed the negative relationship between the Internet and social capital, stating
that the Internet separates individuals from the local community and promotes personal-
ization [65]. Nevertheless, in this study, no significant difference in social capital was found
between the game- and general-use groups. In contrast, the maladaptive game-use group
showed lower social capital than the adaptive and general user groups. This study showed
that the Internet increases social capital rather than hindering it [32,33,66,67] and connects
friends and relatives. Contrary to studies claiming to increase social capital by playing a
role [68], the maladaptive use of games negatively affects social capital. Moreover, it is
essential to use the game well.

Social intelligence also confirmed the difference between adaptive and maladaptive
user groups. This difference is attributed to the adaptive use group receiving positive psy-
chological experiences through games—learning about society and culture and improving
social intelligence through the expansion of thinking—compared with the maladaptive
use group. In addition, because social intelligence refers to “the ability to understand
social cues and act wisely in social and interpersonal relationships” [46], adolescents’ social
intelligence plays an important role in friendships. Game use during this period was
closely related to the level of communication and support for common interests, thoughts,
and opinions among peers. Although helpful [37], when people become immersed in
games, they depend on peer relationships online rather than playing or taking advantage
of games [69]. This tendency indicates a relatively low level of support for peers compared
with the well-used group by providing limited experience in support for peers. Game
use during this period was closely related to the level of communication and support
for common interests, thoughts, and opinions among peers. The formation of social rela-
tionships, such as a sense of connection and belonging to classmates, obtained through
game use is helpful for life satisfaction in adolescents [37]. However, when individuals
become maladaptive users, they depend on peer relationships online rather than playing
games or taking advantage of them [69]. This tendency indicates a relatively low level
of support for peers compared to the adaptive use group because it provides a limited
experience of support for peers. However, adaptive game use can be an important means
and space to expand social relationships and can be evaluated and expressed by adoles-
cents [70]. Therefore, social support can be received, positively affecting an individual’s
psychological development.

This study had some limitations. First, based on the level of gaming time and psy-
chosocial factors, adaptive game use may be a precursor to maladaptive game use. In
future research, it will be necessary to examine whether adaptive game use groups develop
into maladaptive game use groups over time, depending on differences in game usage time
and psychosocial factors.

The game addiction group consisted of individuals with high game immersion and
usage levels. Therefore, there are limitations to separating the two groups into independent
and mutually exclusive groups, as the addiction group includes the characteristics of
the usage group. In future research, a clear premise is required to determine whether to
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construct independent, sequential, or simply coexisting relationships between groups to
clarify the differences and characteristics of groups’ in-game usage.

Third, this study failed to consolidate the individual psychosocial differences arising
from game usage, such as overuse or excessive use, into a single theoretical framework.
Although no differences were found between the addiction and general usage groups
at specific levels of psychosocial factors, this is considered a characteristic of each factor.
Emphasis on the importance of positive psychological factors can still be used as empirical
evidence for a positive psychological approach.

Finally, the psychosocial factors measured in this study were self-reported Likert
scales that focused on the relationship between game-use behavior and factors. Therefore, a
comprehensive approach to how the quality of factors affects game-use behavior is limited
in scope.

5. Conclusions

This study provides insights into the psychological and social factors associated with
adaptive and maladaptive game use. The findings suggest that the maladaptive game-use
group exhibited lower levels of positive psychological and social factors. In contrast, the
adaptive and general user groups showed similar psychosocial factors. Therefore, inter-
vention programs targeting maladaptive game use are important to reduce maladaptive
game use through adaptive gaming gradually. This study provides a foundation for devel-
oping such programs and highlights the need for further research on the positive effects of
adaptive game use on individuals’ psychosocial levels.

Additionally, this study indicated that game use time alone may not be a reliable
predictor of psychosocial factors. While the maladaptive game use group showed the
longest game use time, the adaptive game use group had a longer time than the general
user group but showed similar psychosocial factors. Future studies should explore other
factors influencing the relationship between gaming use and psychosocial outcomes.

Overall, this study underscores the importance of addressing maladaptive game use
through targeted interventions and provides insights into the complex interplay between
game use and psychosocial factors. In promoting the adaptive use of gaming, promoting a
healthy gaming experience is crucial by going beyond eliminating negative factors and pro-
viding education that enhances positive psychological and social strengths. Simultaneously,
games literacy education should be promoted to acquire a healthy approach to game use.
It is also possible to turn students’ experiences in the online world through gaming into
career education that they can connect to their future careers. This will foster healthy game
use and contribute to the prevention of negative outcomes, necessitating the development
of effective strategies.
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